Uomo universale : the imaginary relation between body and mathematic(s) in architecture by Lozanovska, Mirjana
	 	
	
 
This is the published version 
 
   
Lozanovska, Mirjana 2009, Uomo universale : the imaginary relation between 
body and mathematic(s) in architecture, Architectural theory review, vol. 14, 
no. 3, pp. 234-247. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30029311	
	 	
	
	
 
 
 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright: 2009, Taylor and Francis 
 
 
 
  
PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
This article was downloaded by: [Deakin University]
On: 17 June 2010
Access details: Access Details: [subscription number 907852249]
Publisher Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-
41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK
Architectural Theory Review
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t781137234
Uomo Universale: The Imaginary Relation Between Body and
Mathematic(s) in Architecture
Mirjana Lozanovska
Online publication date: 04 December 2009
To cite this Article Lozanovska, Mirjana(2009) 'Uomo Universale: The Imaginary Relation Between Body and
Mathematic(s) in Architecture', Architectural Theory Review, 14: 3, 234 — 247
To link to this Article: DOI: 10.1080/13264820903341621
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13264820903341621
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.
MIRJANA LOZANOVSKA
UOMO UNIVERSALE:
The Imaginary Relation Between Body and
Mathematic(s) in Architecture
What is the role of the human figure in the
drawing of the uomo universale? Interlocked
with the ‘‘master architect’’ as a constituent
component of the canonical bodies of archi-
tecture, is the idea of the uomo universale, the
universal man, an idea that was especially
compelling to Renaissance masters. In con-
temporary social theory the uomo universale is
read for its generic sense as the ‘‘universal
subject’’. Critical to this is a dialectical sense in
which ‘‘man’’ confronts its non-neutral associa-
tion with a gender specificity, either man or
woman. This paper looks at the drawing and
image of the uomo universale and explores the
distinction between presence and representa-
tion, between the visibility of the image, its
content and detail and the symbolic role of the
image as constitutive of a canonof architecture.
Though we are not meant to ‘‘see’’ the human
figure as corporeal presence and rather focus
our attention on the image as a geometric
schema, my argument is that only through the
figure is the uomo universale engendered as an
image of the highest form of nature.
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Introduction
The uomo universale or the Vitruvian Man, its
more popular name in honour of the ancient
Roman architect Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, is one
of the most referenced and reproduced artistic
images in Western civilization. The Renaissance
artists and architects have attempted to draw
their version of uomo universale from the
Vitruvian text. One of these drawings has
become the omnipresent symbol that, in
contemporary society, entered the graphic
design world and marks, for example, the
national side of the Italian e1 coins.1
In the Renaissance, science and art intersect
in innovative ways and these are driven by
a profound and precise observation of
nature and faith in the mystery of God, a
creative chemical mixture. Key practitioners
like Brunelleschi and scholars such as
Alberti transformed the place of architecture
into a knowledge that participated in the
universal laws. Architecture was no longer
part of the guild system and the architect,
unlike the master mason, was armed with
the tools of scientific systems of drawing,
measurement, and mathematics.2 In addition,
new experimentations were outcomes of a
foundation in the knowledge of ancient texts,
such that commentaries and interpretations
became part of the architectural forums. The
arts became a form of knowledge rather
than a practice of imitation and this occurred
firstly through the investigative role of
observation. Visibility was entwined with
vision and with measurement. Perspective,
which was unknown in ancient Rome, and
perspectiva naturalis which was experiential
prior to Brunelleschi,3 became a central
pursuit in the Renaissance towards a visual
ordering of reality. And yet at the centre of
this universal law is nature and to many
Renaissance theoreticians this was synon-
ymous with God.
Outlining the variations in commentary and
interpretation involved in the Renaissance,
Pe´rez-Go´mez cites that perspective was not
an architectural idea in the Vitruvian sense
where idea, referring to the mental image and
essence of a project, is detailed by ichnographia
and orthographia (later to be translated as plan
and elevation) and sciographia.4 Following this
through, Pe´rez-Go´mez points to the etymolo-
gical derivation of sciography associated with
shadows, and in architecture to become the
section drawing. In this context, an image is not
merely a likeness. If it is a drawing it contains or
is preceded by a series of experimentations
that involve mathematics, measurement, pro-
portional relations. As a particular drawing
construction it transfers and transports ideas
about the universal law residing within nature
and how this is evident in the human body as
its highest form. To observe, interpret and
comment on a powerful image inherited from
the Renaissance is also to explore the
nature of drawing as that which ‘‘summons
insight by allowing the invisible to saturate the
visible’’.5
The Image and Knowledge
The universal man is both generic and specific,
but his specificity cannot be immediately read.
The universal subject enters and participates in
architecture and is inherited as a visually
powerful image. In A History of Architectural
Theory, Kruft places Vitruvius central to a
history of architectural thinking, not due to a
significance of the text in antiquity, but because
‘‘the whole literature on architectural theory
from the Renaissance onwards has been based
on Vitruvius or on a dialogue with his ideas’’,
ATR 14:3-09 UOMO UNIVERSALE
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and notes that it was the only major work on
architecture of antiquity to have survived.6
Kruft elaborates on the manuscript produc-
tions and translations of Vitruvius, including
the early manuscript of Francesco di Giorgio
(late 1400s), the elaborate edition with
reliable text by Fra Giaconda of 1511
(containing 140 woodcuts), and the edition
of Cesare Cesariano of 1521 which was
based on a combination of a Latin edition of
1497 and Giacondo’s edition of 1511. Kruft
paints a scene of the processes of manuscript
production, translation and illustration as a
practical one rather than an ideal scholarly
pursuit, and therefore argues that the pro-
ductions of later editions based on Giacondo
and Cesariano (and often they were plagiar-
ized) contain their misinterpretations, which
have become a part of Vitruvius himself. A
new interpretation of Vitruvius was initiated
by an edition and commentary by Daniele
Barbaro in 1556 with illustrations by Andrea
Palladio. This opened the path for new
treatise on architecture by Serlio, Vignola
and Palladio.
Translations of the Vitruvian text De architec-
tura libri decem (Ten Books on Architecture)
capture the process of canonization as a
process which involves firstly, a foundation in
an ancient text that is made relevant in the
new context. The Vitruvian text had lost its
illustrations. The particular excerpt from the
Vitruvius text that describes the relations
between the human body and the circle,
which is followed by a long discourse on
perfect numbers and their structure as being
derived from the parts of the human body,
was for most of the art and architectural
theoreticians of the Renaissance (with the
important exception of Alberti, Serlio and
Palladio) one of the main sources in the
attempt to develop a rational aesthetic of
proportions.7 Wittkower explains that Leo-
nardo owned and annotated an edition of
Francesco di Giorgio and produced his
famous drawing in Venice, and that Cesariano
(with knowledge of Leonardo’s drawing)
produced his two full-page illustrations in
Milan. Cesariano gained access to the first
Italian edition of Vitruvius annotated with
commentary which evolved out of Bramante’s
learned circle in Milan.8
Architecture is transformed into a substantial
body of knowledge embarking on a path
towards a master discourse and what is from
a feminist perspective critiqued as a ‘‘pure
universal knowledge’’.9 While building prac-
tices are still seen as central to architecture, as
they were in the master mason traditions of
the middle ages, the Renaissance gives
emphasis to design theory. Architecture as a
language shifts from the practice of building to
developing a disciplinary body of knowledge.
Systems of proportion, symmetry, regulating
lines and centralized planning become design
codes that may or may not have a direct
outcome in a building. It is understood that a
canon is not a fixed body of work, but
requires rereading and writing of earlier texts
in the reproduction of the canonical body.
The Vitruvian text precedes the Renaissance
images of the universal man but it is a record
of ancient practice. The experimentation in
drawing produces new practice and new
theories of practice (Fig. 1).
The power of an image, both subliminal and
real, gives another type of significance to this
moment in architectural thinking. In Ways of
Seeing, John Berger states that, ‘‘[t]he relation
between what we see and what we know is
never settled’’, a statement that he exemplifies
with the painting titled The Key of Dreams, by
Magritte.10 In placing the word of the thing
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besides an image of another thing, Magritte
demonstrates that what we know does not
equal what we see, that seeing and knowing are
not in coincidence. Scholars of the Renaissance
also propose that there is a tension between
the visible and intellectually knowable. Quek
proposes that disegn, beyond its superficial
translation as ‘‘design’’, was a bold new form of
visual knowledge that united the liberal arts and
generated the role of the imagination in relation
to nature and to perception.11
What does the drawing of the universal man
represent? We know that the universal man
represents a mathematical schema of a
proportional system and that this has become
a significant trajectory in architecture’s history.
And yet Evans has argued that the Vitruvian
manuscript is not really clear about geometry
or (orthographic) projection, proportion is not
unified in the Renaissance, and perspective
geometries are at variance with Euclidian geome-
tries.12 In ‘‘The Changing Concept of Proportion’’
Figure 1. (Left) Office wall with images of universal man figures. Included are copies of images from Rudolph
Wittkower, Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism. London: Academy, London, 1949; (Right) Sketch by
author.
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Wittkower outlines the three bases to propor-
tional systems: arithmetic proportions (integral
whole numbers, commensurable ratios); geo-
metric proportions (incommensurable or irra-
tional ratios); the Golden Section (a : b as b :
aþ b).13 We recognize the circle and the square,
the frame that is both inscribed through the
extended figure of man and that circumscribes
that figure. Forming a set of ordered relations, it
finds its most direct exemplification in the designs
for the centralized church in the Renaissance.14
The Human Figure
What about the human figure? In Vitruvius it is
stated:
Now the navel is naturally the exact
centre of the body. For if a man lies on his
back with hands and feet outspread, and
the centre of a circle is placed on his
navel, his figure [sic, finger] and toes will
be touched by the circumference. Also a
square will be found described within the
figure, in the same way as a round figure
is produced. For if we measure to the
outstretched hands, the breadth will be
found equal to the height, just like sites
which are squared by rule.15
It is intended as schema and manifestation both
of the harmony and highest form of universal
law in the human body and of the architecture
that it generates. Each drawing is an attempt to
represent the essential and ideal relation
between the human figure and mathematics
as the order of the universe. The human figure
is thus ‘‘neutralized and naturalized’’ with the
world of infinity through mathematics. The
schema presents an image of an ideal body, a
body imagined and drawn as an ideal figure. It
is unified, whole, harmonious and symmetrical.
It presents an image of ideal beauty as an
exceptional visual balance that arrests our gaze.
What does it mean to say that the ideal human
body fits exactly into the geometric schema of
circle and square, and that the ideal human
body, in turn, gives the geometric schema its
essential form of natural order? Wittkower’s
historiography involves a search for the mean-
ings that lay behind the forms as though the
forms are signs, and this leads him back to the
texts that are intrinsic to Renaissance thinking.
What would this schema be without the figure
of the ideal human body? Why has the figure
not been removed from the schema, leaving
only the mathematical construct?
The uomo universale image in architecture and
art is at once exemplary of the general
problematic of a universal man, and excep-
tional within that problematic. It makes the idea
available for visual analysis. It is powerful
especially because it is an image of the human
body. According to psychoanalytic theory, such
an image is able to bypass its representative
role and function on symbolic and imaginary
levels of identity and idealization, with the first
point of encounter being the human body.16
Absence of the human figure becomes visible
as an absence. We would sense something is
missing in this image, we perceive the empti-
ness, as shown in Figure 2. However, the image
Figure 2. Abstract schema of circle and square
(diagram by author).
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is also fragile, in the sense that as an image it is
too often perceived within coded intention.
The question of ‘‘what we see’’ in relation to
‘‘how we perceive’’ is often misplaced as a
question between a ‘‘reality’’ and a ‘‘theory’’,
implying that reality can be represented
transparently. Here, I am suggesting that seeing
and perceiving occur within thought and
analytical methods, but also through imagina-
tion and idealization. A tension emerges
because the discourse insists on not speaking
about what is visible. Frascari proposes that an
architectural drawing is ‘‘the tracing of a
‘metaphysics of the presence’’’, describing it as
‘‘architectural cosmography’’, a medium that
traces a cosmological truth in its presentation
of marks and lines.17 Why is the human figure
so important to the poetics of the image, but
not to the discursive impact of the schema?
The magic and mystery of the universal man as a
drawing is construed through the presentation
of the human figure within it. The universal man
presents both a geometric construction and a
figurative image; there is a visual tension in this
relationship between the geometric and the
figurative. The problem of artistic creation
involves the transportation and ongoing dy-
namic between idea, imagination and drawing.18
The human figure enables an illusionary infill of
human-ness in an otherwise empty and abstract
field. It also enables (an illusion of) recognition
and identity with the figure. The image of the
universal man is able to provide a tension
between humanity and abstraction, and be-
tween the specific self and the universal subject.
Wittkower elaborates on the intricacies of the
relationships between this idealized (male)
human figure and the transcendental capacities
of the geometric schema and the designer.19
What if we looked at this image curiously? Not
for what it is intended to represent but what it
presents to us. Our focus shifts against our
proper knowledge.We see what is visible rather
than perceive the image through the ideal vision
of our inherited knowledge. Taking Wittkower’s
seminal publication as a key text representing
the variations of the image of the ‘‘universal
man’’ in the Renaissance period that are
disseminated and significant, all the variations
represent one sex, male genital member
inscribed.20 We look at each drawing repre-
sented in Wittkower, noting its presence.21 The
penis is not invisible in the drawings of the uomo
universale, but the drawings have been discussed
as if the penis is invisible. Literal presence of a
thing is not equal to discursive representation
about the thing. But looking at the image, while
the mind’s eye knows that the centre is the navel
and tries to focus there, it is taken out of focus
by another perspective, to the member meant
to be invisible but is present. This way of looking
represents another line of desire, and in a sense
it is an improper desire as it goes against our
inherited knowledge. We know that what is
important is the frame, not the content. The
diagrams in Figure 3 illustrate this tension
between frame and content. We know that
what we should see is the paradigm, not the
concrete networks between the signs. What is
important is the square and the circle on the
periphery and the frame of the figure as
essential schema, not the detail of the figurative
image inside it, and yet the eye (both mind’s eye
and curious eye) oscillates between the navel
and penis, making a lot of entangled lines, an
interwoven web of desire lines, in which the
navel is inextricably connected to the penis.
For the many variations of the image of the
‘‘universal man’’, his member remains intact and
consistently presented. Gatens has argued that
the consideration of whose body is represented,
reveals sites within a phallologocentric economy
when the metaphor of the ‘‘universal man’’
ATR 14:3-09 UOMO UNIVERSALE
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(as the image which stands for human), slides
into metonymy. Metonymical representation is
representation of a complex body by a
privileged part of that body.22 The inscription
of his member as consistent in these images is
thus a site of a metonymic representation. In
attempting to draw the universal man, the men
of the Renaissance have unwittingly produced
an image which is a literal and figurative surfacing
of a sexuality in the discourse of architecture.23
To see the navel and genital member in this way
attests to a reconfiguration of the image in which
literal visibility works against its own privileged
economy of vision. In other words, in not being
able to leave out the metonymic member from
the image of the universal man, the image
includes, the very object it does not represent.
The universal man does not represent a specific
sex. Tensions surface within western historio-
graphy of the universal man and architecture
through drawing. While such an object/member
may be perceived within the textual canons, its
visibility in the drawing is literal and brings about
the question of literal specificity. Architectural
discourse is marked by an undercurrent and a
subtext that has specific sexual dimensions.
Though less obviously metonymic, the ‘‘man’’ as
‘‘universal’’ is also not black, not Asian, or Arab,
and also not short, not too tall, not a slave, not a
worker . . . By looking curiously we notice the
passions, the desires, the visionary drives within
this grand narrative. And we are deeply
comforted by the specific human-ness of the
image. The classical canon of architecture is
charged corporeally, and its erotics have sexual,
racial and economic specificities.
Drawing
Renaissance pioneering architects and artists
draw the image out of the Vitruvian text, as
noted by Kruft: ‘‘[i]n his Architettura, Francesco
di Giorgio refers to this passage of Vitruvius,
supplementing his remarks with a freehand
illustration’’.24 It is this scene of drawing, of
pencil in hand, attempting to make visible,
pictorially, that which is perceived in words,
that differentiates the architect (and artist)
from the philosopher.25 We can see an outline
of architecture’s problematic about the ‘‘cen-
tre’’ in the many variations of the uomo
universale, and if we look at these drawings as
Figure 3. Exploring the drawings (diagrams by author).
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a series we note the struggle to resolve the
tension between an ideal that belongs to
universal law and the real of body/architec-
ture.26 The images demonstrate an ambiva-
lence about (i) using both square (homo ad
quadratum) and circle (homo ad circulum); (ii)
whether the square is inside the circle or vice
versa; and (iii) the location of the centre? In Fra
Giacondo’s edition of Vitruvius (1511) one
image is only of a square and the centre is
located at the genitals, and in the combined
circle and square, the centre is at the navel. The
figure is solid and static in the former and a little
compressed in the latter. The Cesariano edition
(1521) comprising the square inside the circle
forces the figure to be stretched and the feet
and hands to be unusually large. While
Cesariano asserts that the Vitruvian figure can
be the proportional reference to everything, his
drawings deviate from the anthropometric
statements of Vitruvius and favour the geome-
trical scheme.27 One figure of Francesco di
Giorgio’s comprises only the circle and the
centre is located at the genital member. The
other attempt includes both the circle and
the square with a figure that is non-frontal, but
the square has become a rectangle. This allows
di Giorgio to draw a comfortable looking
figure (relaxed contrapposto composure), not
stretched or compressed, but does not solve
the problem between the geometry of square
and circle in a direct relation to the proportions
of the human figure and does not correspond
to the two positions described by Vitruvius. Also
the figure appears ‘‘youthful and effeminate’’
rather than an exemplification of manliness.
The exercise of visibility brings our ideal vision
into focus. Canonically speaking, Leonardo da
Vinci’s uomo universale is the most balanced
visual construction. It is so for one main reason.
The penis, located ‘‘off-centre’’ in relation to
the circle, marks the centre of the square. The
centre of the circle does not align with the
centre of the square and thereby enables
the human figure its poise (see Fig. 4).
Leonardo’s drawing unites both Vitruvian
forms in two superimposed images of the
human figure. The two superimposed images
reveal a tension within the Vitruvian descrip-
tion depicted in what is a plan view of the
figure on the ground (homo ad circulum) and an
elevation view of the figure standing within the
frame of the square (homo ad quadratum).
Leonardo thus produces a dynamic vacillation
between ichnographia (plan) and orthographia
(elevation) as visual order of the drawing and
as experienced by the viewer. In addition, the
drawing is really two positions of the one figure
producing an effect of shadow as a tracing of
the invisible and provoking a sense of the
sciographia in its ancient sense. The drawing
emerges from Leonardo’s approach based in
scientific observation of everything in nature.
He surpassed experts in other fields because
he documented what he actually saw, exem-
plified in his knowledge of human anatomy
which informed the medical profession.28 This
was combined with prolific experimentation
and dissection of the material world, seeking to
gain insight not only into the appearance of
nature but its structure and operation.
This visible evidence has canonical conse-
quences. While the navel, perceived as uni-
versal and asexual, generates the circle, the
penis, specifically associated with male sexu-
ality, generates the square. There are two
generative centres, one intended, inherited and
central and the other, imperceptible but visibly
‘‘off-centre’’ to the first.29
The uomo universale has been emphasized by
Wittkower for its dual quality, that the invisible
world of the Divine, the intellectual sphere is
only revealed through the organic image of the
ATR 14:3-09 UOMO UNIVERSALE
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equilibrium between parts. In Leonardo’s
drawing the Vitruvian text has been modified
and corrected. The German historian Naredi-
Rainer states that this correction corresponds
to a system of measurement of architecture
and sculpture of antiquity—ancient Egypt,
Greece and Rome.30 He argues that this
schema geometrically grasps a dualism of two
systems of measurement containing the ratio
of 4 : 5 to one another, the ratio difference
between the two centres. The aesthetic
fascination of the image has resonated in many
fields. In its historical context it was also a sign
of creation and the conception of the harmony
of the spheres. And yet, while not intended, it
promoted speculation about its meaning which
went beyond its accuracy and corrections of
measurement.
One paradox is that the invisible (Divine)
generates discourse, while the visible (organic)
remainswithout representation.Thedifference is
Figure 4. Uomo universale. Unlike the numerous variations of ‘‘homo ad circulum’’ and ‘‘homo ad quadratum’’, the
drawing of Leonardo da Vinci is generated by two centres: the navel, the centre of the circle and the penis,
located ‘‘off-centre’’ to the circle, marking the centre of the square. Leonardo da Vinci, Vitruvian Man, 1487, kept at
the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice, Italy.
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in the interpretation and position of enunciation.
The image illustrates an impossibility of the
universal man and the way that in architecture
this impossibility is drawn and suspended visually.
Redrawing the universal man, as shown in
Figure 5, allows the idea of Leonardo’s perfected
image to be understood. The mathematical
‘‘imperfection’’ between the circle and the square
enables a harmony in the relation between
universality and human specificity. In addition the
sexually endowed human figure is a symptom of
specificity and ties the universal to a male
masculine body. This does not undermine the
‘‘universality’’ of the schema, it includes the
specific within the universal, producing a detail
that is its logical complement. In themoment that
‘‘universality’’ becomes uncertain, another
knowledge is produced: that the ‘‘certainty’’ of
universality is merely that—a momentary sus-
pension of disbelief in the universal through
idealization and specificity.31 In other words,
through the representation of the schema, the
visible presence of specificity can momentarily
suspend the ideal and real, thereby structuring
the only possible ‘‘certainty’’ of the universal. If
mathematics is the language of universality and
infinity in the history of the discipline, such
momentary idealization, suspension and ‘‘cer-
tainty’’ is associated with only one sex of
humanity.
The visual balance of the image of the universal
man is produced through a tension between
the navel, as acknowledged centre to the
mathematical and universal system, and the
penis, which is visible in the drawings, and yet
looked at as if invisible, an echo of Frascari’s
sense of how drawings as visible are saturated
with the invisible. The point marked by the
penis is crucial to the mathematical construc-
tion and not only to our curious gaze.
Why is this important? It is a formal acknowl-
edgement of the mathematics of the figure.
While it transforms Vitruvius’ descriptions from
practical principles into the realms of meta-
physics, it is also an image of what the
psychoanalytic theorist, Luce Irigaray, describes
as the ‘‘male morphology of the imaginary’’. For
Irigaray the imaginary is a plane of the
unconscious, and is ‘‘equivalent to unconscious
fantasy’’, which might be revealed through its
external manifestations in myth, poetry and
art.32 Irigaray theorizes the links between the
domain of the subject and the field of objects
in culture, or in other words, how cultural
production might be associated with human
subjectivity. Such an understanding is reiterated
in the change of place of the architect in
Renaissance society,33 in the instrumentality of
the architect’s tools or drawings,34 in the idea
of the architect as demi-god and median
between universal law of nature and the
production of buildings and cities.35 Irigaray,
though, goes much further in defining the
imaginary, arguing that it bears the marks of a
corporeal morphology. For Irigaray the human
body, given by the term ‘‘morphology’’, is
neither merely biological nor simply culturally
constructed. The body and anatomy of each
Figure 5. Understanding Leonardo’s drawing (sketch
by author).
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sex is a ‘‘lived’’ condition in which psychical
meanings and social significations are inscribed
onto the body. It is these inscriptions that
produce sexually different bodies and thus
produce the human body as a discursive effect
that participates in the symbolic order.36
The Imaginary Relation Between Body and
Mathematics in Architecture
Inherent in both the drawing and the concept
of the uomo universale is a paradox. Its
association with the realm of mathematics
and the concept of universality, intended to
allude to the ‘‘object world’’ of design theory
and buildings as neutral and extensive, is
mediated by the human figure, which must
be sexually specific and cannot be universal.
The act of drawing is also an act of harnessing
the imagination and projecting visually a
miraculous appearance of an entity—human
figure, building, city—such that the drawing is
‘‘never understood as a neutral artefact’’.37 The
image as schema has self-evident intentions
towards the object of architecture in terms of
the proportional relations of parts and whole.
We inherit this as architectural epistemology.
We face difficulty in perceiving its role in
relation to the subject of architecture, as this is
not so transparent. Yet, as visual image, the
human figure through which human subjectivity
is mediated, is explicit. Conversely, its relation
to the object of architecture, is implicit. What
the image presents, visually, is the inverse of its
representational intentions. While it conceals
the complexity of subject/object planes in
which both human subjectivity and cultural
production coexist, it visibly presents an
ambiguity about these relations. How do these
two aspects, subject and object, co-exist, and is
the object imprinted by the subject through
their mutual representation?38
The imaginary, conceptualized by Irigaray in
terms of sex, thus:
either bears the marks of the male body,
whose cultural productions are charac-
terised by unity, teleology, linearity, self-
identity, and so on or it bears the
morphological marks of the female body,
characterised by plurality, non-linearity,
fluid identity and so on.39
It is in this Irigarayan sense that the uomo
universale is a manifestation of an imaginary
marked by a male morphology, a male
imaginary body which is otherwise repressed
within the discourse of architecture. However,
we are reminded by Irigaray that the relation
between the discourse of architecture and this
male morphology is not literal, it is always an
imaginary or it is within the ways that the
imaginary informs the symbolic order. Propor-
tional relations between building parts are not
thus literally male or masculine. Irigaray makes
no causal connection between men’s bodies
and dominant representations, arguing that
specific forms of male sexuality are produced
through the internalization of images and
representations pre-given in patriarchal society,
rather than men forming a discourse in their
own image.40 The image of the universal man
thus has effects which include the processes in
which, as an image, it is internalized by the
human subjects of architecture. It is so
internalized that generations of architects,
historians, critics, and theorists, whether wo-
men or men, are located within a male
imaginary, and cannot perceive the sexuate
character of the universal man (see author’s
notes in Fig. 6).
An imaginary male morphology is thus not only
manifested in the symmetrical and geometric
construction of the universal man but is
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transferred to the object of architecture,
through systems of proportion, symmetry,
analogy, comparison and opposition.41 These
devices, Irigaray argues, reproduce the same
imaginary, marked by a male morphology.42
The work of contemporary architects and
critics is either a copy of it, cites it as an origin,
or is placed in opposition to it. In other words
they measure against an imaginary that is
marked by a male morphology. This has the
effect of reducing difference—sexual, racial,
cultural—to a variation of the same. The
contrasting figure of Cesariano’s drawing pre-
sented as a wild man with masses of hair and
an erect penis reveals the difference between
the phallus and penis, and Cennino Cennini’s
denial of any degree of equality to women at
the time outlines the cultural and historical
context.43 In this sense, an imaginary informed
by a female morphology is foreclosed to
architectural production.
The image of uomo universale is not of an
ordinary male body but an idealized male body.
Vitruvius is neither well built nor beautiful, he
states ironically about himself. 44 The image of
the universal man provides a reflective link
between idealization and identification for the
master architect. Its corporeal specificity is a
suggestion towards the real sexed, racial and
cultural body that is its reference, inscribing
lines of transcendence between ideal man, real
man and the ideal object of architecture. Lines
of drawings are entangled with inscriptions of
names of real men and productions of treatise.
For others, the male member provides just that
kind of concreteness and visibility that relieves
the image of an omnipresent power and of an
excessively autocratic phallocentricity. In other
words, our complicity with a phallocentric
patriarchy is enabled partly by a subconscious
enjoyment and interactive play with the penis
as an ordinary and peculiar detail on what
might otherwise be an absolute image.
Notes
1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Vitruvian Man (accessed
15 May 2009); the e1 coin
image as chosen by the
Economy minister (and later
President of the Italian Re-
public) Carlo Azeglio Ciampi,
for its high symbolic meaning
of ‘‘man as a measure of all
things’’.
2. Spiro Kostof, A History
of Architecture: Settings and Ri-
tuals, New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995, pp. 407–
409.
3. Raymond Quek, ‘‘Drawing
Adam’s Navel’’, in Marco Fras-
cari, Jonathon Hale and Bradley
Starkey (eds.), From Models to
Drawings, London: Routledge,
2007, pp. 43–63, 45; Alberto
Pe´rez-Go´mez, ‘‘Questions of
Representation: the Poetic
Figure 6. Notes on drawing and sexuality (by author).
ATR 14:3-09 UOMO UNIVERSALE
245
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
2:
57
 1
7 
Ju
ne
 2
01
0
Origin of Architecture’’, in Fras-
cari et al., From Models to
Drawings, pp. 11–22, 17.
4. Pe´rez-Go´mez, ‘‘Questions of
Representation’’, p. 17.
5. Marco Frascari, ‘‘Introduc-
tion’’, in Frascari et al., From
Models to Drawings, p. 7.
6. Hanno-Walter Kruft, ‘‘Vitru-
vian Tradition in the Renais-
sance’’, in R.Taylor, E. Callander
and A. Wood (trans.), A History
of Architectural Theory: from
Vitruvius to the Present, New
York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 1994, p. 21.
7. Paul Von Naredi-Rainer,
‘‘. . . Like the Parts of a Well-
Formed Human Being’’, in Archi-
tecture and Harmony [Architektur
und Harmonie: Zahl, Mass und
Proportion in der abendla¨ndischen
Baukunst, DuMont Dokumente,
Ko¨ln, 1982],Dummont Literature,
U. Kunsthal, 2001, pp. 67, 69.
8. Rudolph Wittkower, Architec-
tural Principles in the Age of
Humanism, London: Academy,
1949, p. 14.
9. For a feminist critique of
metaphysical philosophy see Eli-
zabeth Gross, ‘‘Conclusion:
What is Feminist Theory?’’, in
C. Pateman and E. Gross (eds.),
Feminist Challenges, Sydney:
Allen & Unwin, 1986; and
Elizabeth Grosz, ‘‘The In(ter)-
vention of Feminist Knowl-
edges’’, in M. Gatens, B. Caine,
E.A. Grosz and M. de Leper-
vanche (eds.), Crossing Bound-
aries, Sydney: Allen & Unwin,
1988.
10. See John Berger, Ways of
Seeing, London: Penguin Books,
1972, p. 7. Contrary to critical
theorists who generally conflate
Western knowledge and the
visual as equivalent privileged
processes, John Berger’s work
addresses the tensions between
knowing and seeing.
11. Quek, ‘‘Drawing Adam’s
Navel’’, p. 47.
12. Vitruvius, De Architectura,
trans. F. Granger, Vol. 1, Book III,
c.I, in Loeb Classical Library, Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1931. For an analysis of the
roles of mathematics and geome-
try in architecture, see Robin
Evans, The Projective Cast: Architec-
ture and Its Three Geometries,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1995, pp. 200, 254–255. Evans’
attention to the relation between
mathematics and the building is
exemplified in his analysis of the
proportional system overlaid
onto Alberti’s Santa Maria Novel-
la, arguing that while proportion is
not sensed through experience of
the building, it does not mean it is
ineffective (p. 248).
13. Rudolph Wittkower (ed.),
‘‘The Changing Concept of Pro-
portion’’, in Idea and Image: Studies
in the Italian Renaissance, London:
Thames and Hudson, 1976, pp.
109–123.
14. Rudolf Wittkower, Architec-
tural Principles in the Age of
Humanism, London: Academy,
1949, pp. 1–32.
15. Vitruvius, De Architectura,
Vol. 1, Book III, c.I, Loeb Classical
Library, p. 161. For slightly differ-
ent translations, see Kruft, His-
tory of Architectural Theory, p. 27,
and Wittkower, Architectural
Principles, p. 14.
16. See Kaja Silverman, The
Threshold of the Visible World,
New York and London: Routle-
dge, 1996, p. 70.
17. Frascari, ‘‘Introduction’’, p. 6.
18. See Robin Evans, ‘‘Transla-
tions from Drawing to Building’’,
AA (Architecture Association) Files,
12 (1986): 3–18; and Quek,
‘‘Drawing Adam’s Navel’’, p. 43.
19. Wittkower, Architectural
Principles, pp. 10–19.
20. The images I refer to in this
essay are viewed through the
framework of Wittkower’s text,
itself productive and reproduc-
tive of the universal figure as
central to the canonical founda-
tions of architecture; Wittkower,
Architectural Principles, pp. 1–32.
21. Margaret Walters has
pointed this out in an argument
about the tensions between the
naked and the nude male body
in the history of art. Margaret
Walters, The Nude Male: a New
Perspective, Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1978, p. 101.
22. Moira Gatens, ‘‘A Critique
of the Sex/Gender Distinction’’,
in S. Gunew (ed.), A Reader in
Feminist Knowledge, London:
Routledge, 1991, p. 79. Female
figures were associated with the
canon of architecture in Archi-
tettura and this would provide
material for a sequential paper.
The images disseminated in
Wittkower as key texts are
repeatedly those identified
above and the focus of this
paper.
23. See Mirjana Lozanovska,
‘‘Mistresses and Others: the
Body as Subject in Architectural
Discourse’’, Interstices: Journal of
Architecture and Related Arts, 7
(2006): 66–75.
24. Kruft, History of Architectural
Theory, p. 66.
25. The significance of the
universal man for art is im-
plicated in the sense that it
LOZANOVSKA
246
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
2:
57
 1
7 
Ju
ne
 2
01
0
appears as an image. Other-
wise the essay addresses archi-
tecture specifically, for the
reason that the revision of
the Vitruvian manuscript was
hailed as the original architec-
tural treatise of antiquity and
for the caution that systems of
proportion and whole-number
ratios were not obviously pre-
sent in art.
26. See Kruft, ‘‘Vitruvius and
Architectural Theory in Anti-
quity’’, in Kruft, History of
Architectural Theory, pp. 21–29
and ‘‘Vitruvian Tradition in the
Renaissance’’, in Kruft, History
of Architectural Theory, pp. 66–
72.
27. See Von Naredi-Rainer,
‘‘. . . Like the Parts of a Well-
Formed Human Being’’, p. 71.
28. Anthony Blunt, Artistic The-
ory in Italy 1450–1600, Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1966, p. 24.
29. For a discussion of the
semiotic logic of the ‘‘navel’’ as
centre, see Diana Agrest, ‘‘Ar-
chitecture from Without: Body,
Logic, and Sex’’, Assemblage, 7
(1988): 28–41.
30. Von Naredi-Rainer, ‘‘. . . Like
the Parts of a Well-Formed
Human Being’’, pp. 69, 70.
31. For a discussion of this role
of architecture to suspend our
disbelief in the universal see
Evans, The Projective Cast, pp.
43–44.
32. Margaret Whitford, Luce
Irigaray: Philosophy in the Femi-
nine, London: Routledge, 1991,
54.
33. Kostof, A History of Architec-
ture, pp. 407–409.
34. Pe´rez-Go´mez, ‘‘Questions
of Representation’’, pp. 11–14.
35. Wittkower, Architectural
Principles, pp. 1–32.
36. For an analysis of the logic
of the body within the discourse
of architecture, see Agrest,
‘‘Architecture from Without’’,
p. 36. My analysis engages with
Agrest’s semiotic analysis, but
has an emphasis on human
subjectivity in architecture.
37. Pe´rez-Go´mez, ‘‘Questions
of Representation’’, p. 14.
38. Also, what is the relation
between this image of the
universal man and the master
architect?
39. Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 54.
40. See Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual
Subversions: Three French Femin-
ists, Sydney: Allen and Unwin,
1989, p. 112.
41. For Irigaray, ‘‘equivalent to
unconscious phantasy’’ is a focus
on knowledge and institutional
practices, in addition to effects
on the individual psyche. Her
strategy is to articulate a cultu-
rally (rather than only psychi-
cally) produced unconscious,
one that is repressed in cultural
production. For Irigaray the
imaginary is sexed. See Luce
Irigaray, ‘‘This Sex Which Is Not
One’’, in This Sex Which Is Not
One, trans. C. Porter with
C.Burke, Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1985, pp. 23–32;
Irigaray, ‘‘The Power of Discourse
and the Subordination of the
Feminine’’, This Sex Which Is Not
One, pp. 68–85 and Irigaray, ‘‘Cosi
Fan Tutti’’, in This Sex Which Is
Not One, pp. 86–105. See
also Whitford, Luce Irigaray, p. 87.
Such a reproduction of the
same imaginary or what we
might call the possible imagination
of a culture can also be seen
in colonization through the
transportation of architecture.
Eurocentric imaginary is trans-
ported onto the colonized
culture through the production
of specific orders of city planning
and orders of architecture; the
classicism of what is termed
‘‘colonial architecture’’ is one ex-
emplification.
42. The reason a critical the-
orist, such as Anthony Vidler,
returns repeatedly to ‘‘classical
architecture’’ and the ‘‘humanist
body it represents’’ when dis-
cussing contemporary work, is
not only as discursive threads
of history but as ‘‘prop’’, an
imaginary that does not
change. See Anthony Vidler,
‘‘Architecture Dismembered’’,
in The Architectural Uncanny:
Essays in the Modern Unhomely,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1992.
43. Cennino Cennini, The Crafts-
man’s Handbook [‘‘Il Libro del-
l’Arte’’], trans. Daniel Thompson,
Jr, New York: Dover Publica-
tions and Yale University Press,
1933.
44. See Vitruvius, De Archi-
tectura, Loeb Classical Library,
p. 75; and a discussion in Kruft,
History of Architectural Theory,
p. 22. His contribution is
therefore the writing of his
treatise, and it is the magni-
tude of it that makes him a
larger than life figure. It is not
therefore as a literal represen-
tation that we associate the
image of the universal man
with the concept of the master
subject, but through meaning
and association.
ATR 14:3-09 UOMO UNIVERSALE
247
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
2:
57
 1
7 
Ju
ne
 2
01
0
